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1
CONTACT DETECTION APPARATUS FOR
WIRE ELECTRICAL DISCHARGE MACHINE
WITH CAPABILITY TO VARY APPLIED GAP
VOLTAGE

RELATED APPLICATIONS

The present application is based on, and claims priority
from, Application Number 2012-099095, filed Apr. 24,2012,
the disclosure of which is hereby incorporated by reference
herein in its entirety.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention relates to a wire electrical discharge
machine configured to be able to apply a variable voltage to a
machining gap between a tool electrode and a workpiece and
adapted to detect contact according to materials of the tool
electrode and workpiece.

2. Description of the Related Art

In a wire electrical discharge machine, contact between a
wire electrode and workpiece is detected as follows: a prede-
termined voltage pulse is applied to a machining gap between
the wire electrode and workpiece during non-machining peri-
ods, and any change in a gap voltage generated by the prede-
termined voltage pulse is detected at a contact location
between the wire electrode and workpiece.

For example, Japanese Patent Application Laid-Open No.
3-281150 discloses a wire electrical discharge machine
which moves a wire electrode relative to a workpiece, com-
pares the gap voltage between the wire electrode and work-
piece with a preset reference voltage, and thereby detects any
contact between the wire electrode and workpiece. FIG. 5 is
a circuit diagram for illustrating a voltage application unit 3
and contact determination unit 4 in the wire electrical dis-
charge machine using a simplified example of detecting con-
tact between a workpiece and wire electrode. In FIG. 5, ref-
erence numeral 11 denotes a direct current voltage source in
the voltage application unit 3 and reference numeral 13
denotes a direct current voltage source in the contact deter-
mination unit 4. Also, reference numeral 12 denotes a switch
and 14 denotes a comparator. During contact detection, the
switch 12 is closed and a direct current voltage V1 from the
direct current voltage source 11 is applied to a machining gap
between a wire electrode 1 and workpiece 2.

Also, Japanese Patent Application Laid-Open No. 2002-
154015 discloses a wire electrical discharge machine which
repeatedly applies an asymmetric bipolar pulse voltage to a
machining gap between a wire electrode and workpiece, and
detects any contact between the wire electrode and workpiece
based on changes in the asymmetric bipolar pulse voltage.

The detection of contact between the wire electrode and
workpiece described above involves applying a voltage of a
few volts between the electrodes, monitoring the voltage
applied between the electrodes, comparing the voltage with a
reference voltage, and determining that the circuit is open if
the voltage is higher than the reference voltage. On the other
hand, if the voltage is lower than the reference voltage, a
numerical controller detects a contact location between the
wire electrode and workpiece, regarding that the wire elec-
trode and workpiece are short circuited. Normally a voltage
pulse with a small voltage value has to be used for the detec-
tion because a voltage pulse with a large voltage value will
cause great damage to the workpiece due to electrical dis-
charges during detection of an end face of the workpiece,
resulting in flaws.
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However, when a small voltage value is used, there is a
problem in that the end face of the workpiece cannot be
detected well because detection voltage does not change due
to high resistance between the wire electrode and workpiece
end face if the workpiece is made of a low-conductivity
material or if the end face of the workpiece is rough due to rust
or electrolysis.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

Thus, in view of the problem with the conventional tech-
niques described above, an object of the present invention is
to provide a wire electrical discharge machine configured to
be able to vary a voltage value of a voltage pulse and config-
ured to be capable of stable contact detection using an appro-
priate voltage value for each workpiece.

The present invention provides a contact detection appara-
tus for a wire electrical discharge machine, the contact detec-
tion apparatus comprising: a voltage application unit adapted
to apply a detection voltage to detect contact between a wire
electrode and a workpiece; a contact determination unit
adapted to determine contact or non-contact between the wire
electrode and the workpiece based on changes in the detection
voltage applied by the voltage application unit; and a voltage
value changing unit adapted to change a voltage value of the
detection voltage applied by the voltage application unit.

The contact detection apparatus may further comprise: a
data table storage unit adapted to store a data table containing
voltage values of the detection voltage in association with
materials of the workpiece; and a voltage value determination
unit adapted to determine the voltage value of the detection
voltage based on the data table as well as on the material of the
workpiece set as a machining condition.

The contact detection apparatus may further comprise: a
data table storage unit adapted to store a data table containing
voltage values of the detection voltage in association with
materials and sizes of the wire electrode; and

avoltage value determination unit adapted to determine the
voltage value of the detection voltage based on the data table
as well as on the material and size of the wire electrode set as
machining conditions.

The voltage value changing unit may change the voltage
value by switching over a plurality of power supplies and/or
resistance values using a switching unit.

The voltage value changing unit may be a variable-voltage
value power supply.

The present invention provides a wire electrical discharge
machine configured to be able to vary a voltage value of a
voltage pulse and configured to be capable of stable contact
detection using an appropriate voltage value for each work-
piece.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The above and other objects and features of the present
invention will become more apparent from the following
description of the preferred embodiments taken in conjunc-
tion with the accompanying drawings, wherein:

FIG. 1 is a diagram illustrating principal part of a system
configuration in which positioning is done on a wire electrical
discharge machine by application of a contact detection appa-
ratus according to the present invention;

FIG. 2 is a diagram illustrating a first example of internal
part of a voltage application unit and contact determination
unit in the system configuration of FIG. 1;
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FIG. 3 is a diagram illustrating a second example of inter-
nal part of a voltage application unit and contact determina-
tion unit in the system configuration of FIG. 1;

FIG. 4 is a diagram illustrating a data table storing appro-
priate gap voltage values according to materials of work-
pieces as well as materials and wire diameters of wire elec-
trodes; and

FIG. 5 is a diagram illustrating an example of a contact
detection apparatus according to a conventional technique.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENT

A system configuration in which positioning is done on a
wire electrical discharge machine by application of a contact
detection apparatus according to the present invention will be
described with reference to FIG. 1.

In FIG. 1, reference numeral 1 denotes a wire electrode, 2
denotes a workpiece, 3 denotes a voltage application unit
adapted to apply a voltage to a machining gap between the
wire electrode 1 and workpiece 2 to detect contact, 4 denotes
a contact determination unit adapted to check for contact by
detecting a gap voltage, 5 denotes a movable table electrically
conductive to the workpiece 2, and 6 denotes a numerical
controller.

Furthermore, in FIG. 1, reference numerals 7 and 8 denote
first and second servomotors adapted to move the movable
table 5 based on instructions from the numerical controller 6.
A machining power supply for electrical discharge machining
is connected to a machining gap in an actual wire electrical
discharge machine, but the machining power supply for elec-
trical discharge machining can be cut off during contact
detection and is not relevant to the contact detection accord-
ing to the present invention, and thus description thereof will
be omitted hereinafter.

When performing positioning using the contact detection
apparatus, the numerical controller 6 instructs the voltage
application unit 3 to apply a contact detection voltage to the
machining gap while at the same time instructing the first and
second servomotors 7 and 8 to reduce the relative distance
between the wire electrode 1 and workpiece 2 to bring the
wire electrode 1 and workpiece 2 into contact with each other.

Eventually, the workpiece 2 fixed to the movable table 5
comes into contact with the wire electrode 1. The contact
determination unit 4 verifies contact by comparing the gap
voltage with a reference voltage, based on the fact that the
voltage applied by the voltage application unit 3 does not
appear in the machining gap only when the workpiece 2 and
wire electrode 1 are in contact with each other, and outputs a
signal indicating contact between the workpiece 2 and wire
electrode 1 to the numerical controller 6. In response, the
numerical controller 6 instructs the first and second servomo-
tors 7 and 8 to stop the feed, and consequently the positioning
operation is completed.

According to the present invention configured to be able to
vary the voltage value of the voltage pulse generated by the
voltage application unit 3 and applied to the machining gap,
the voltage value is set low when a workpiece 2 with a non-
rough surface is machined whereas the voltage value is set
high when a workpiece 2 with a rough surface or a workpiece
2 of a low-conductivity material is machined. This makes it
possible to detect an end face of a workpiece with damage
reduced in case where the end face is readily detectable and to
detect an end face of a workpiece in a stable manner even in
case where the end face is difficult to detect at a low voltage.

Methods for varying the voltage of the voltage pulse gen-
erated by the voltage application unit 3 includes a method in
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which a plurality of voltage sources and resistors are provided
and they are selected, from among those voltage sources and
resistors, by switches according to an object to be machined,
as shown in FIG. 2, and a method in which a voltage source
capable of changing a voltage value based on an external
signal is provided and the external signal is changed accord-
ing to an object to be machined to switch over the voltage
values, as shown in FIG. 3.

A first example of the voltage application unit 3 and contact
determination unit 4 in the system configuration of FIG. 1 will
be described with reference to FIG. 2.

In FIG. 2, reference numerals 31 and 13 denote first and
second voltage sources; 12, 34, and 35 denote first, second,
and third switches; 33 denotes a resistors; and 14 denotes a
comparator. During contact detection, the first switch 12 is
closed and the direct current voltage V1 is applied to the
machining gap between the wire electrode 1 and workpiece 2
by the first direct current voltage sources 31 made up of a
plurality of direct current voltage sources. The voltage value
applied to the machining gap from the first direct current
voltage sources 31 can be switched over by selectively turn-
ing on or off the second switches 34. Also, by selectively
turning on or off the third switches 35, the value of the
resistors 33 can be changed over, thereby switching the value
of the voltage applied to the machining gap from the first
direct current voltage sources 31. Also, through switching
control of the second switches 34 and third switches 35, the
voltage value applied to the machining gap between the wire
electrode 1 and workpiece 2 can be changed.

Incidentally, in the contact detection apparatus according
to the present invention, the second switches 34 correspond to
a switching unit adapted to switch over the first direct current
voltage sources 31 made up of a plurality of direct current
voltage sources while the third switches 35 correspond to a
switching unit adapted to switch over a plurality of resistors.

A second example of the voltage application unit 3 and
contact determination unit 4 in the system configuration of
FIG. 1 will be described with reference to FIG. 3.

In FIG. 3, reference numerals 36 and 13 denote first and
second direct current voltage sources; 12 denotes a switch;
and 14 denotes a comparator. During contact detection, the
switch 12 is closed and a direct current voltage V1 from the
variable voltage source 36, which is the first direct current
voltage source, is applied to the machining gap between the
wire electrode 1 and workpiece 2. The first variable voltage
source 36 is a direct current voltage source capable of varying
the voltage value based on instructions from the numerical
controller 6.

Incidentally, the value of the reference voltage compared
with the gap voltage may be fixed or varied according to the
value of the applied voltage. If the voltage application unit 3
with a variable voltage capability is applied to the contact
detection apparatus, the end face can be detected appropri-
ately according to the material and end-face conditions of the
workpiece 2 on the wire electrical discharge machine.

Also, if appropriate gap voltage values are stored in a data
table in association with the materials of the workpiece 2, as
shown in FIG. 4, or in association with the materials or wire
diameters of the wire electrode 1, and the materials of the
workpiece 2 and wire electrode 1 are stored in advance in a
storage device of the numerical controller 6 of the wire elec-
trical discharge machine, then detection of the end face of the
workpiece is made possible by switching to a value of applied
gap voltage which is appropriate for the material of the work-
piece concerned by referring to the data table. Regarding a
data table storing appropriate gap voltage values in associa-
tion with the materials of the wire electrode 1 and a data table
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storing appropriate gap voltage values in association with the
wire diameters of the wire electrode 1, description will be
omitted.

What is claimed is:

1. A contact detection apparatus for a wire electrical dis-
charge machine, said apparatus comprising:

a voltage application unit configured to apply a detection
voltage to detect contact between a wire electrode and a
workpiece during non-machining periods;

a contact determination unit configured to determine con-
tact or non-contact between the wire electrode and the
workpiece based on changes in the detection voltage
applied by the voltage application unit; and

a controller configured to change, during the non-machin-
ing periods, a voltage value of the detection voltage
applied by the voltage application unit according to a
property of the workpiece.

2. The contact detection apparatus according to claim 1,

wherein

the voltage application unit comprises voltage sources,
resistors, and switching units coupled to the voltage
sources and resistors, and

the controller is configured to change the voltage value by
switching over the voltage sources and/or the resistors
using the switching units.

3. The contact detection apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the voltage application unit comprises a variable-
voltage source.

4. The contact detection apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the property of the workpiece comprises a roughness
of a surface of the workpiece to be contacted with the wire
electrode.

5. The contact detection apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein

the detection voltage has a first voltage value correspond-
ing to a first roughness of a surface of the workpiece to be
contacted with the wire electrode, and a second voltage
value corresponding to a second roughness of the sur-
face,

the first voltage value is higher than the second voltage
value, and

the first roughness is higher than the second roughness.

6. A contact detection apparatus for a wire electrical dis-
charge machine, said apparatus comprising:

a voltage application unit configured to apply a detection
voltage to detect contact between a wire electrode and a
workpiece during non-machining periods;

a contact determination unit configured to determine con-
tact or non-contact between the wire electrode and the
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to change, during the non-machining periods, a voltage
value of the detection voltage applied by the voltage
application unit;

to store a data table containing voltage values of the
detection voltage in association with materials of the
workpiece; and

to determine the voltage value of the detection voltage
based on the data table as well as on the material of the
workpiece set as a machining condition.

7. The contact detection apparatus according to claim 6,
wherein the voltage application unit comprises a variable-
voltage source.

8. The contact detection apparatus according to claim 6,
wherein

the voltage application unit comprises voltage sources,
resistors, and switching units coupled to the voltage
sources and resistors, and

the controller is configured to change the voltage value by
switching over the voltage sources and/or the resistors
using the switching units.

9. A contact detection apparatus for a wire electrical dis-

charge machine, said apparatus comprising:
a voltage application unit configured to apply a detection
voltage to detect contact between a wire electrode and a
workpiece during non-machining periods;
a contact determination unit configured to determine con-
tact or non-contact between the wire electrode and the
workpiece based on changes in the detection voltage
applied by the voltage application unit;
a controller configured
to change, during the non-machining periods, a voltage
value of the detection voltage applied by the voltage
application unit;

to store a data table containing voltage values of the
detection voltage in association with materials and
sizes of the wire electrode; and

to determine the voltage value of the detection voltage
based on the data table as well as on the material and
size of the wire electrode set as machining conditions.

10. The contact detection apparatus according to claim 9,
wherein

the voltage application unit comprises voltage sources,
resistors, and switching units coupled to the voltage
sources and resistors, and

the controller is configured to change the voltage value by
switching over the voltage sources and/or the resistors
using the switching units.

11. The contact detection apparatus according to claim 9,

wherein the voltage application unit comprises a variable-
voltage source.



